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“So here’s what I want you 
to do. When you gather for 
worship, each one of you be 
prepared with something that 
will be useful for all: Sing a 
hymn, teach a lesson, tell a 
story, lead a prayer, provide 
an insight.”

 — 1 Corinthians 14:26,  
The Message
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To Know Our Own Story

“Real stories take time. We stopped telling stories when we 
started to lose that sort of time, pausing time, reflecting 
time, wondering time. To know our own story and tell it. 

To listen to other people’s stories. To remember that the real world is 
made of just such stories.

Hidden in all stories in the One story. The more we listen, the clearer 
that Story becomes. Our true identity, who we are, why we are here, 
what sustains us, is in this story. The stories at every kitchen table are 
about the same things, stories of owning, having and losing, stories 
of sex, of power, of pain, of wounding, of courage, hope, and heal-
ing, of loneliness and the end of loneliness. Stories about God.

In telling them, we are telling each other the human story. Stories 
that touch us in this place of common humanness awaken us and 
weave us together as a family once again.

Sometimes when I ask people to tell me their story they tell me 
about their achievements, what they have acquired or built over a 
lifetime. So many of us do not know our own story. A story about 
who we are, not about what we have done. About what we have 
faced to build what we have built, what we have drawn upon and 
risked to do it, what we have felt, thought, feared, and discovered 
though the events of our lives. The real story that belongs to us 
alone.

The best stories have many meanings; their meaning changes as our 
capacity to understand and appreciate meaning grows. Revisiting 
such stories over the years, one wonders how one could not have 
seen their present meaning all along, all the time unaware of what 
meaning a future reading may hold. Like the stories themselves, all 
these meanings are true.”

Excerpted from Kitchen Table Wisdom:  
Stories that Heal by Rachel Naomi Remen
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Public Narrative 
Learner’s Guide

Public Narrative as a practice of leadership
We exercise leadership when we accept responsibility to enable others 
to achieve purpose in the face of uncertainty. Through narrative we learn 
to make choices in response to the challenges of an uncertain world – 
as individuals, as communities, as nations. To face challenges creatively 
we must find sources of hope, (a matter of the heart, and detailed in our 
story); formulate a vision of how we can act, (a matter of the head, out-
lined by our strategy); and then act, (a matter of skillful and determined 
hands). Public Narrative can help us link our own calling to that of our 
community to a call to action now: a “story of self, a story of us and a 
story of now”.

The key to finding the courage 
to act with purpose is attending 
to the emotional information 
through which we experience 
our values. Some emotions 
facilitate intentional action, 
while others inhibit it.
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Inertia – or habit – and apathy inhibit mindful action. While habit domi-
nates, we don’t pay attention, we operate on autopilot, and we experi-
ence no reason to consider our course of action. On the other hand, 
when urgency confronts us, we experience it as anxiety that calls our 
attention, that challenges us to consider our course of action. Similarly, 
when we experience anger as a dissonance between the world as it is 
and the world as it should be, the tension can propel us into action.

How we respond depends on our access to another set of emotions. If 
fear takes over, we try to hide, strike out, or just freeze, like a deer in the 
headlights – which is not very helpful. On the other hand, if we can find 
hope, then our curiosity is stirred, we ask questions, we explore, and we 
begin to do some creative problem solving. Similarly, if we feel isolated, 
our fear grows; while if we feel solidarity, empathy or love, we can reach 
toward courage. Finally, if we are unable to counter self-doubt with ex-
perience of our own worth, value and efficacy, we will find it hard to find 
the courage to take the risks often required to respond.

The three key elements of Public Narra-
tive structure: plot, character and moral
A narrative is built from a plot. A plot begins with an unexpected chal-
lenge that confronts the protagonist with an urgent need to act — to 
make a choice (a choice for which she or he is unprepared) and which 
results in an outcome that teaches a moral. Because we can empatheti-
cally identify with the character, we can “feel” the moral. We not only 
learn about someone’s courage, we can also be inspired by it. A pro-
tagonist’s struggle to deal with his or her own challenges of uncertainty 
engages us because we are eager to learn how to deal with our own. 
The core unit of any story, then, is threefold: a challenge, a choice and 
an outcome.

Public Narrative combines a “story of 
self, a story of us and a story of now”

By telling your “story of self,” you communicate 
why you were called to care, to act and 
to lead: your own call to mission
In the “story of self,” the key focus is on choice points: moments in our 
lives, or in the lives of our parents, when our values are formed, when 
we had to make a choice in the face of great uncertainty. When did you 
first begin to develop a concern for others? When did you begin to think 
you should follow in the footsteps of Jesus, or when did you first feel 
called to provide care for the “least of these?”

While habit dominates, we don’t 
pay attention, we operate on 
autopilot, and we experience no 
reason to consider our course of 
action.

If we can find hope, then our 
curiosity is stirred, we ask 
questions, we explore, and 
we begin to do some creative 
problem solving.
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As you contemplate your own personal journey, ask yourself, “Why?” 
Consider the experiences from which you learned your values. For 
example, if you volunteer in your local soup kitchen, why did you feel 
compelled to do so? When did you feel that for the first time? What 
happened? If it was experience of the truth that “we are all made in the 
image of God … we all have worth, and we all deserve to be fed,” when 
was that? What were the circumstances? Did you recall your Baptismal 
Covenant to “respect the dignity of every human being” – an experience 
of a value rooted in the wider church?

The identification of the sources of the values evident in your own story 
creates a foundation for your “story of us”.

A “story of us” communicates why our 
community is required to act, is called to mission
As a church, we share a broad narrative, a history of challenges, choices, 
and outcomes that celebrate many common values which in turn give 
us our identity and purpose. Just as with your “story of self,” the key to 
articulating a “story of us” is to identify the choice points, the shared 
moments, and the experience that can communicate the values that we 
share as a community, as a church.

In telling your “story of us,” consider how your personal story intersects 
with the stories of others. Our stories arise from our interdependence: 
that even if we disagree or diverge, we share a life together. Our shared 
story is based on shared experiences of challenge, and the values 
that enabled us to find the resilience to continue. Every Sunday, as we 
consider the Gospel, we experience the telling of another chapter in our 
“story of us” as a church, an experience we celebrate in the Holy Com-
munion.

A “story of now” communicates the urgent 
challenge we are called upon to confront together
We tell a “story of now” to articulate the urgent challenge that (given our 
mission) demands action; the vision that inspires us; and the choice we 
must make (and call upon others to make) to act. The choice must spell 
out a specific outcome, call on us to work together, and begin with a 
specific commitment.

Public Narrative Workshop Credits 
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◉	 You may reproduce and distribute the work 
to others for free, but you may not sell the 
work to others.

◉	 You may not remove the legends from the 
work that provide attribution as to source 
(i.e., “originally adapted from the works of 
Marshall Ganz of Harvard University”).

◉	 You may modify the work, provided that 
the attribution legends remain on the work, 
and provided further that you send any 
significant modifications or updates to: 
marshall_ganz@harvard.edu or Marshall 
Ganz, Hauser Center, Harvard Kennedy 
School, 79 JFK Street, Cambridge, MA 
02138.

◉	 You hereby grant an irrevocable, royalty-
free license to Marshall Ganz and New 
Organizing Institute, and their successors, 
heirs, licensees and assigns, to reproduce, 
distribute and modify the work as modified 
by you.

◉	 You shall include a copy of these restric-
tions with all copies of the work that you 
distribute and you shall inform everyone to 
whom you distribute the work that they are 
subject to the restrictions and obligations 
set forth herein.

If you have any questions about these terms, 
please contact marshall_ganz@harvard.
edu or Marshall Ganz, Hauser Center, Harvard 
Kennedy School, 79 JFK Street, Cambridge, MA 
02138.

mailto:marshall_ganz@harvard.edu
mailto:marshall_ganz@harvard.edu


7

 be::community

Telling one’s “story of self” is a 
way to share the values that 
define who you are — not as 
abstract principles, but as lived 
experience.

Preparing to Tell  
Your Public Narrative
Learning to tell your story is not linear process. As you think more deep-
ly about one part of your story, you will find yourself revising or deleting 
other parts of the story that no longer make sense. The important thing 
is to let your mission purpose serve as the focus for your story. This is 
not a biography, but rather a narrative that leads to an action outcome.

For example, if you want to take steps to alleviate global poverty, focus 
your “self story” on when you may have first realized this was important 
to you, such as when you took a trip overseas with a youth ministry. 
Why did you care, when others did not? And why did you act, when 
others did not? Then focus on stories that lift up the related values your 
community shares: in this case, the other people at your table. Then 
speak about your “now” – the urgent challenge, the vision and the spe-
cific “ask” (for example, why it is urgent to commit to raise new funds for 
a particular mission…).

This list of steps will help you understand how to 
start and how to pinpoint ideas or steps you may 
have missed as you began to develop your story
1. Start with the basics: As a Christian leader,  

what is your mission / purpose?

2. Spend time in reflection about yourself, find your connection to the 
community of people to whom you are speaking, and clearly articu-
late your vision, strategy and action.

3. Work to build out the specific details of your “stories of self, us and 
now” using the worksheet that follows.

4. Identify the challenge, choice and outcome in each of the three 
areas of “self, us and now”.

5. Find common themes in your “stories of self, us and now” around 
challenge, choice and outcome and weave these themes through 
your story. What challenges link your “story of self,” “story of us” 
and “story of now”? Locate the hope in your story.

6. Identify places where you can bring the story alive with vivid detail: 
How did things look, smell, taste, sound and feel at the moment 
your story happened?

7. Practice your developing story and incorporate feedback  
from others.

8. Tell your story to your audience! Reflect on their response.  
How many said “yes”?
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Worksheet: Preparing  
Your Story of Self/Us/Now 
The first goal is for you to begin learning how to tell your personal story 
of why you have been called to assume leadership in Christian ministry.

A second goal is to begin learning how to coach others: by listening 
carefully, offering feedback, asking questions, etc. In this way you can 
develop leadership in others as well as refine it in yourself. Be prepared 
to take some risks, and support your group members as they step out on 
a limb themselves!

What are the experiences that called 
you to care, to act, to lead?
Here are some key elements and types of experiences that may have 
contributed to your call to care, to act and to lead – to assume leader-
ship in mission.

Family & Childhood Life Choices Church Experience

Parents / Family Education Introduction to the Church

Growing Up Experiences Career First Experience 
of Faith / God

Your Community Partner / Family Connection to Scripture

Role Models Hobbies / Interests / Talents Role Models / Community

School Experiences /  
Finding Passion /  
Overcoming Challenge

Current Experience of 
your Congregation

Family Attitudes  
Towards Money

Resources / Income 
/ Generosity

Tithing / Pledging



9

 be::community
Take some time to think about the elements of your story in the context 
of the challenge, choice and outcome. In this case the outcome might 
also be the thing you learned in addition to what actually happened.

Your story of…

SELF — 

Why do you  
value this? 

Describe a specific 
experience.

US — 

Why would it matter 
to anyone else?

What is the value 
shared by the  
community?

NOW — 

What would you 
need from someone 
else in order for the 
community to mani-
fest this value?

Challenge Choice Outcome
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Self
Like many who take stewardship seriously, my 
husband and I have chosen to live in relative 
simplicity, so that we will always have plenty 
to give. You’ve probably heard Benedictine 
Brother Steindl–Rast say that “the smaller we 
make the vessel of our need … the sooner we 
get the overflow we need for delight.” 

As John and I are raising children, we’re con-
scious of what lifestyle choices we model for 
them. For example, we live in the inner city, 
on the border of a very poor part of Oakland, 
Calif., in which my children came to teach me a 
lesson about generations in generosity.

I was shopping at our local supermarket one 
evening —later than I would wish, but you know 
how it is with working mothers—and my son 
Amos, then about twelve, was with me. The 
checkout line was long with other tired moth-
ers, many of them paying with food stamps, 
because such is the community our local su-
permarket serves. The woman directly ahead of 
me had an additional challenge, though. After 
carefully counting out all the small change she 
had, down to the penny, she was still short 
and had to hand back a loaf of bread to the 
cashier—all of which took time, while I was 
feeling impatient to get home. 

Yet when the cashier began to scan my items, 
my son reached across the counter to the aban-
doned loaf of bread, scanned it onto our bill 
and sprinted into the darkened parking lot to 
give it to the mom. I was startled: not upset, 
just surprised. And when I asked Amos about 
it—because he hadn’t bothered to ask me—he 
said simply, “We had money and she didn’t.”

Us
We had money and she didn’t. It can’t really be 
that simple—or can it? As we practice thought-
fulness and intentionality about our steward-
ship programs—and we will, because that’s the 
kind of people we are—I wonder if we wouldn’t 
do well to take a page out of Amos’ playbook. 
Or out of the playbook of any of our children, 
whose spontaneous sense of justice and gener-
osity often make the adult stewards among us 
look like we have feet of clay. (Because I spend 
a lot of time in Sunday school, I happen to 
know this about kids.) 

I find myself wondering what is lost when we 
keep the witness of young people carefully 
contained within classrooms? Do we know 
what kind of stewards our young people are 
called to be? Has our church allowed itself to 
learn from the ideals of young philanthropists?

Now
I have inherited so much—including the gifts of 
story and space and time and place and com-
munity. My husband finances public works, 
so I never take the gift of roads and bridges 
and running water for granted. Each of us lives 
and moves amidst generations of generosity. 
As Christian stewards, we need to practice the 
spiritual discipline of noticing all that we have 
already received. 

But let us also be sure to look ahead to the 
generosity of the next generation. Take a 
moment to pay attention this week, and let a 
young person teach you what you might yet 
have to give. To paraphrase Charles Dickens, it 
is no small thing when they—who are so fresh 
from God—teach us how to love.

Public Narrative
A sample narrative by Julia McCray–Goldsmith
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Notes / Doodles
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The Summer Day
Who made the world?
Who made the swan, and the black bear?
Who made the grasshopper?
This grasshopper, I mean-
the one who has flung herself out of the grass,
the one who is eating sugar out of my hand,
who is moving her jaws back and forth instead of up and down-
who is gazing around with her enormous and complicated eyes.
Now she lifts her pale forearms and thoroughly washes her face.
Now she snaps her wings open, and floats away.
I don’t know exactly what a prayer is.
I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down
into the grass, how to kneel down in the grass,
how to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the fields,
which is what I have been doing all day.
Tell me, what else should I have done?
Doesn’t everything die at last, and too soon?
Tell me, what is it you plan to do
with your one wild and precious life?

from New and Selected Poems, 1992, Beacon Press, Boston, MA 
© Copyright 1992 by Mary Oliver


